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Global development goals have become, since the 
1960’s, the mechanism by which the UN and the 
international community promote certain global 

objectives, and the MDGs are the most prominent 
example. But are they the best policy tools? The 

transformation of MDGs from evaluation benchmarks 
to global priorities to strategic priorities distorts 

priorities and suppresses new thinking abut 
development theory or local political dynamics 

NANCY SULLIVAN AND 
ASSOCIATES (NSA)      
675 71660282  
nsullivan@online.net.png 
PO Box 404  
Madang 511 PNG 
   

 

 



 The experience of the MDGs demonstrates the importance of development 
goals and policy tools in mobilizing awareness, support and action for priority 
objectives. But they were introduced as monitoring tools for reporting on the 

Millennium Declaration. They took on a life of their own as normative priorities 
and planning targets that  that define a development agenda. Became 

interpreted as hard national planning targets, introducing distortions in policy 
priorities and creating biased performance evaluations. Imposing a single 

standard ignores the diversity of this most diverse country in the world. They 
can also be manipulated to simplify issues and interventions, even if numeric 

goals help monitor social objectives as progress and hold governments 
accountable.  An abstracted and disembodied concept of poverty, as lack of 
freedom and dignity, has been recreated in a rational perspective of material 

deprivation.  



‘The essence of an indicator is that it is simple and easy to understand. Embedded 
theories, decisions about measures, and interpretations of the data are replaced by the 
certainty and lack of ambiguity of a number. Like money, it appears to allow abstraction 
and easy comparison among groups and countries by converting values into numbers’ 
(Merry, S.E.2009.“Measuring the World: Indicators, Human Rights and Global 
Governance.” Current Anthropology 52 (S3):89. 
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There is a persistent idea in development theory 
that tradition holds people back. Developers talk 

and write about the traditional way of life, traditional 
gender roles, traditional skills and technologies and 

they conceive of traditionalism not so much in 
terms of material conditions but a pre-modern 
mindset. Every international aid organization, 

whether it is FAO or UNDP or AusAID has at one 
time or another referred to PNG culture as an 

obstacle to, to a better life.   
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‘Change your color, your thinking and your customs. Vote 1. Don Tamoakai Ong’ 

‘Before people give up on their 
culture they ‘must first learn to 
hate what they already have, what 
they have always considered their 
well-being. Beyond that, they 
have to despise what they are, to 
hold their own existence in 
contempt – and want, then, to be 
someone else’ (Sahlins, M. 1992. 
The economics of develop-man in 
the Pacific. Res 21:24).  



 

 

Legal anthropologist Melissa Demian has looked closely at the concept ‘repugnance’ 
that is part of the Underlying Law of PNG’s constitution. She has described how this gets 
applied to customary law in the court system.The postcolonial use of the Repugnancy 
Clause is intended establish a hierarchy of laws or institutions, by declaring that one 
category of law is repugnant to another. But in the legally pluralistic environment of 
Papua New Guinea, where ‘custom’ is a component of the ‘underlying law’ the 
preservation of this clause allows judges to make a decision at any given time of which 
custom has become inconsistent with ‘the general principles of humanity’. (Demian, M. 
2014. On the Repugnance of Customary Law. Comparative Studies in Society and 
History  2014;56(2):508–536 That is, the educated elite, those lucky enough to have 
advanced degrees and some mobility through the civil service have become the arbiters 
of ‘good custom.’.  



They must view their customs, as Demian explains, as repugnant; or, as others say, 
they must experience humiliation (see J. Robbins and H. Wardlow, eds.2005. The 
Making of Global and Local Modernities in Melanesia: Humiliation, Transformation and 
the Nature of Cultural Change. Farnham: Ashgate) (much the way Joel Robbins’ 
speaks about the humiliations of sin in the modernity of the Urapmin Christians [ e.g. 
Robbins, J. 2004. Becoming sinners: Christianity and moral torment in a Papua New 
Guinean society.  Berkeley:University of California Press.]). The wantok system 
socialism that Papua New Guinea elites make their traditional ‘straw man’ is and can 
never be the opposite of the elite modern ‘develop man,’ (Sahlins 1992) in that he or 
she is never eliminated from the modern PNG psyche. The conflicting norms of being a 
nuclear family member and being a clansman/woman never really resolve themselves, 
but they adapt to each other in the different contexts of urban PNG households.  
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In one case, Justice Injia did not actually have to cite the repugnancy clause... In fact, 
his strategy was to show that by being repugnant—in the legal sense—to a particular 
category of statutes as well as to the Constitution itself, he could demonstrate that it was 
in fact repugnant to the general principles of humanity.” (Demian Op cit: 524) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anthropologist Janet C. Kowan expressed in the newsletter 
Anthropology News (Oct 2006):  

[M]y concern is with the ways a hegemonic human rights 
model crowds out alternative ethical visions, such as those 
based on need, well-being, care or responsibility, that may 
more effectively help us diagnose, comprehend and work 
towards ameliorating specific social wrongs. Rather than 

taking it as an unquestioned virtue, anthropologists need to 
keep open the question whether “supporting human rights” is 
always an ethically adequate or even pragmatically effective 

response. 

The hegemony of human rights 



There are a few things anthropologists do know about PNG.. We 
know human relationships are everything.  And yet no one is a 
reliable informant. Colin Filer’s work teaches us how landowners 
perceptions of their needs fluctuate throughout the life of a 
project, and one Operational Manager or CEO can make or 
break a project. We know that training people to analyse data is 
more important than survey techniques. Rapid appraisals (as 
John Burton referenced Robt Chambers) are the best method . 
Surveys are not job creation mechanisms. 
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In PNG landowners retain ultimate 
power and the ‘social license to operate’ 
Filer refers to it as both a nod to 
shareholder sensibilities and business 
best practice; and of course it is a 
marriage contract with landowners. The 
reason why vast surveys and armies of 
clipboards serve neither because they 
produce inexact and easily corrupted 
data while they stomp all over 
landowner relations. 



NANCY SULLIVAN AND ASSOCIATES 
(NSA)      
675 71660282  
nsullivan@online.net.png 
PO Box 404  
Madang 511 PNG    

Human Rights separate Individual from Communal Rights. In villages, for example, 
harmful customary practices are often the responsibility of entire families, not just a 
mother or father. If a mother objects to her son’s circumcision, or to having reeds 
thrust down the boy’s throat until he vomits blood----she may or may not have a say 
in the matter. Similarly, child betrothals are community matters. The march toward 
Human Development on a measurable scale is a shift from community rights to 
individual rights/accountability.  What we undermine is community integrity.  



Typical NGO literature is largely produced by Insiders, has an activist flavor, 
presents simple solutions for complicated development dilemmas, depends 
heavily on jargon, and perpetuates many myths about NGOS…In these 
myths, NGOs emerge as independent, value-driven, participatory, and 
accountable and nonprofit in nature. This NGO literature clearly has both 
instrumental and populist characteristics. …The distinction between “insiders” 
(NGO staff, activists, academics employed by the NGO sector) and 
“outsiders” (disinterested parties whose analyses involve independent 
academic research) remains unclear, clouding critical understanding of such 
organizations.  ---Wiebe Nauta (2006 Ethnographic Research in a Non-
Governmental Organization: Revealing Strategic Translations through an 
Embedded Tale, from Lewis, David and David Mosse, eds., Development 
Brokers and Translators: The Ethnography of Aid and Agencies. Bloomfield, 
CT: Kumarian Press, p149):  

 

 



The magnificent buildings at Nimrud 
and Hatra and the precious sculptures 

and friezes they held were, to Isis, 
nothing more than deviance. Marvels 
that have persisted for thousands of 

years were levelled in hours with 
explosives and bulldozers. ...But while 

this destruction, as Isis doubtless 
intends, is shocking, for me it is also 
familiar. ...The clearing of forests and 
savannas, the trawling or dredging of 
coral reefs and seamounts and other 
such daily acts of vandalism deprive 

the world of the wonders that enhance 
our lives. A great global polishing is 
taking place, eliminating difference, 

leaving behind grey monotonies of the 
kind that Isis appears to love. But 

while the destruction of those ancient 
citadels in northern Iraq has been 

widely and rightly denounced as a war 
crime, the levelling of our natural 

wonders is treated as if it were a sad 
but necessary fact of life. 
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George Monbiot’s 
blog,                         

The Guardian            
12 March 2015 
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modernities in the culturally 
diverse Papua New Guinea? 
Are we steamrolling a unique 
‘resource’ in the process of 
universalizing everyone’s 
goals? Should all MDGs be 
attained the same way? Is 
there a future for the various 
kinds of entrepreneurship 
found in the highlands today? 
Is that a model to be applied 
across rural PNG, or perhaps 
just the highlands? 



Dr Louis Samiak, CEO of Wewak Hospital, conducted clinics for the 
Penale and Ewa people during May 2010 
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Collin Wiltshire told 
us that 75% OF 

Health workers use 
their own salaries 
to deliver services 



Thank you 
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